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This sermon will be family talk-- table talk. If you are visiting today, feel free to eavesdrop while we talk about an important matter in our life as church.
It might help if you think of this message as a kind of family devotional talk, a living room fireside chat. The topic is our household, God’s work, and the money needed to support God’s work here. Yes, I know some will say that you shouldn’t talk about money in church. It’s too personal. A few years ago there was a Dear Abby letter from a young woman now living with her boyfriend. He told her that it was time for them to talk about their budget. "You should tell me how much money you make, so you can pay more of the bills." The woman replied, "We’ve been living together a long time; but I’m not sure we know each other well enough to talk about money." 
Money is a taboo topic. But there is no topic more crucial to our spiritual lives than money. I believe money is too important to be left to the stock brokers and the bankers. Money is first and foremost a spiritual matter. It holds such a priority in our lives that it competes for the loyalty of our souls. Given the sway that money has over all of us, let me refer us to the wisdom of two unlikely authorities--- Martin Luther and Sam Houston of Texas. Sam Houston said, "When I got baptized, my pocketbook got baptized too!" Martin Luther said, "There are three conversions necessary—the conversion of the heart, of the mind, and of the purse." If our purse and pocketbook are not converted--- if our pocketbook is not baptized too, we are spiritually diminished or suffering from arrested spiritual development.
Once our purse is converted, then we can develop a spiritual practice that can transform the most dangerous idol in this culture—money. At stake is the support we give to God’s work in this church; but more importantly, at stake is our own spiritual life and health. 
The Bible never attacks wealth per se. We have just heard the Zaccheus story where Jesus praises the rich and generous Zaccheus. When Zaccheus made himself available to God, to Jesus, then he became generous with his money. Wealth in itself – money itself—is not the root of all evil; it is the "love of money" (the inordinate love of money) that is the root of evil. (See I Timothy 6:10) The Bible consistently attacks idolatry, which is an obsession with created things (money) instead of devotion to the Creator. In our culture money is the No. 1 false god, and there are many people who worship at the feet of this god. If you are therefore having trouble with your pledge to God’s work, that may be a sign that you are dealing with one of your idols. We all need to be released from the power and control that money has over us.
Dr. Karl Menninger once asked a very rich patient, "What are you going to do with all that money?" The patient replied, "Just worry about it, I suppose." "Well," the doctor went on, "do you get that much pleasure out of worrying about it?" The man sighed. "No, but I feel such terror when I think of giving any of it away." Stinginess is a symptom of sickness. Menninger concludes, "Generous people are rarely mentally ill." (from Wm. Sloane Coffin, Sermons from Riverside, October 20, 1985)
Generosity is life-giving, health-giving. You may be the kind of person who believes in giving, but you prefer to give only to certain, hand-picked projects of the institutional church. We may be like the taxpayer, who would like to pick and choose what we will support in the government’s list. But in our church we have one budget. We have voted on it-- a unified church budget, that has been openly discussed by all who chose to be a part of the discussion. 
It is sad to me when we hear that some members object to some part of the budget, but they don’t come to the meeting while saying to some friend: "It won’t make a difference to go. THEY’ve already decided." We are all a part of the budget, and we all need be involved in the process. Time for discussion was made available at Sunday school classes, a Sunday school forum at the end of July, a Town Meeting on Sept. 10, and a church conference on October 1, where the new budget was adopted unanimously. We have all been given the opportunity to speak our minds about the budget. 
A budget process is also a matter of trust. We trust the committee members who come up with the dollar amounts that they need. We trust the Budget Review Committee. We trust the process of open meetings for all to participate. If we are willing to place our trust in the process, then we can place our trust in the budget and all the ministries and missions it represents. At some point we have to decide, "I will support this budget, I will support those committee members who have guided and helped manage the financial ministry of our church. I will trust our church’s honest efforts to be faithful to the ministry that God has given us."
How then do we approach our giving to support this ministry? How do we decide what we will give for the coming year’s budget? How do you think about your pledge? 
The Bible teaches us that a tenth of our income belongs to God. This is a tithe. But as someone said, there are any number of church members here and elsewhere who have bowed to the consumer god, over-extended themselves, and now they owe a large credit card debt. Many Christians may be tithing, but it is to Visa and MasterCard. (from Keith Russell, The Living Pulpit, "Money," September 1997)
The tithe is meant for God and God’s work. Since I came as pastor here twelve years ago, I have commended tithing to you. This has been a lifelong practice for me, beginning when I got my first job as a bagboy at Buster’s Cash Market in Aberdeen, NC when I was twelve years old. I brought home $5.00 for my first day’s pay, and my dad said to me, "Son, you know that 50 cents of your pay belongs to God." I didn’t like that. I harrumphed at first; but I came to understand that the Bible teaches us that the first ten cents out of each dollar belongs to God. This practice of giving ten percent has now been a rewarding and satisfying practice throughout my life.
I’m aware that we have great hesitations in talking about money. But I grew up in a family (four boys!) where money was openly and freely discussed. Perhaps we had to discuss it because we didn’t have much money. We all had to help manage what we had so we could survive. So I came to appreciate open discussion of money. Likewise at church we have open discussions of money; all staff salaries are public information. I like this openness, especially when it relates to the amount we put on a pledge card for God’s work.
In this spirit, as your pastor-leader I’m not going to ask you to do something that I’m not willing to do myself. For this current year 2000 Jan and I made a pledge to Watts Street Baptist Church of $600. a month, which is a tithe of our salaries. We are today turning in our pledge card for 2001, and we are increasing our pledge by 12% to $672. a month.
When any of us pledge a weekly or monthly amount, we don’t have to agonize over what we give to our church. That decision has been made. It’s a commitment—a clear decision based primarily on what I need to give in response to God, not in response to what the church needs. And the first check that I write each month is to the church. Some of us have recently fallen behind in our giving to Watts Street, which indicates that God’s work may have slipped down the list of checks we write.
As your pastor I want to encourage all of us to be as prompt and generous as we can. The church needs the money, yes. But even more importantly, you need to give for your own spiritual health. If you are not tithing now, set a goal to move a step in that direction each year. It is my conviction that ten percent of our income belongs to God’s work—to be paid systematically and promptly.
Some of us may give ten percent, but we do it by spreading our giving over a large number of causes. That’s great; but the danger is that church becomes just another worthy cause—down the list. This may be part of the reason that giving to any church’s ministry is declining across the country. The average percentage of giving to all charitable giving is now about 2 percent of income. No wonder that churches are having financial struggles. 
But if more of us would tithe, or move toward the tithe, we could meet our budget easily. The average pledge in our church this year is $2400. per household. We are deeply grateful to all of you who pledge. If the average pledge at Watts Street were increased to $3000. we would easily meet the new budget.
Of course, we know that there are extenuating circumstances in all of our lives--- financial commitments we have to children or parents, saving for college education, mortgages, health care, and on and on. But if our first priority is our pledge to God’s work, we will always write that check first--- before we write the mortgage check or the car payment check or other contributions. Our Rules of Church Order state that it is the responsibility of all members to give "systematically and faithfully to the church’s ministry."
Now you may say, "Mel has now given us his old fashioned sermon on tithing. We made it through it. Thank God!"
Congratulations! Thank you for listening. I’m grateful for your openness to this family session. I do have convictions about this topic, and I hope I can persuade you to have convictions about it too. Giving generously with our money is just as important as learning to pray. In fact, the giving of money is prayer.
That’s why the high point of every worship service is not the sermon, not the anthem, not the hymns, nor the stirring organ pieces. The high point of worship is the offering, for this is the place where we give to God what belongs to God--- where we give generously and cheerfully in an act of prayerful giving. The offering is the place where we demonstrate that our purse has been converted, along with our mind and our heart.
Think what might happen at Watts Street if we had a room-full, a church-full, of generous, hilarious givers!
So may it be. Amen.
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